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98 The American Revolution

reflection on the nature of the Revolutionary War may moderate our expecta-
tions. The Revolutionary effort against Great Britain tended to suppress or
encompass social conflicts. Where it did not, where hostility between social
groups rose to a level of intensity approximating that of the conflict with the
mother country, one group or the other would be likely to join with the loyal-
ists. Some merchants in New York City, for example, felt that the local Revo-
lutionary leaders threatened their interests more than the mother country did;
and similarly some tenant farmers of the Hudson Valley felt more bitter to-
ward their patriot landlords than they did toward king and Parliament. But
these men, whether merchants or tenants, by joining the loyalist side deprived
themselves of a part in any contest about who should rule at home. Loyalism
in this way tended to absorb social groups that felt endangered or oppressed
by the Revolutionary party. It operated as a safety valve to remove from the
American side men who felt a high degree of social discontent. Or to change
the figure, it drew off men at either end of the political spectrum, reducing the
range of disagreements. It removed from the scene the intransigents, of what-
ever persuasion, who might have prevented the achievement of consensus.

. Disputes did oceur, of course, among those who remained on the Revo-
Iutionary side, but the extraordinary social mobility characteristic of eighteenth-
century American society usually prevented such disputes from hardening
along class lines. Although recent statistical samplings point to a narrowing of
¢conomic opportunity in the latter half of the eighteenth century, Americans
still enjoyed an upward mobility unknown in other societics. In a land of
¥ising men a political group formed along lower-class lines had little prospect
of endurance. . :

The Revolution probably increased social mobility temporarily both up-
ward and downward, ruining the fortunes of many established families and

opening opportunities for speedy ascent by daring upstarts. This very mobility

engendered, as it always has, political disputes, but seldom along class lines.
An American who had moved up from the lower ranks carried with him the
-expectation of sharing with those who had already arrived the offices of gov-
crnment traditionally exercised by the economically and socially successful, If
he found himself excluded, he could call upon a wide electorate of his former
equals but present inferiors to help him achieve the kind of office that they,

no less than he, considered proper for successful men. But the fact that the

lower ranks were involved in the contest should not obscure the fact that the
contest itself was generally a struggle for office and power between members
of an upper class: the new against the established. We must be wary of seeing
such struggles, like Patrick Henry’s successful bid for power in Virginia, as a
rising of the oppressed against their masters,

I do not mean to argue that hostility between classes did not exist at all
among those who supported the Revolution or that jt cannot be discerned or
recognized. In the antirent riots of 1766, for example, New York tenant farm-
ers expressed a hostility to their landlords that was not entirely absorbed by
loyalism after 1775, More than one scholar has found clear expressions of class

ﬂonm_.nﬁ and Consensus in the American Revolution 99

conflict in the conduct of the war and of politics in Revolutionary New York.
But in assessing class conflict as a Wmé_:mo:mé mo_..nm. we shall ._uo hard Eommmn_
to find many instances outside New York in which mumm.mos_m_.: rose to the
level of actual fighting or even to openly expressed hostility of the kind that
i ted to lead to fighting.
E_mrﬁunw_“_“wwm social mﬁEoEHm ﬁmmmmo fluid that to talk about monm.m_ &mmmwm.mn
all in most colonies or states requires the use of very loose economic omﬁmmmzmm
such as rich, poor, and middie class, or contemporary mam_.mnujo:m like “the
better sort” or “the poorer sort,” or ‘occupational categories like Emnnr.mur
planter, lawyer, farmer, artisan, and seaman. Americans were no less mw_zn.m
than other peoples in measuring the degree of deference due to each of their
neighbors for the host of reasons and prejudices ﬂrm.ﬁ noﬂma honor or contempt
on the members of any community. But such distinctions were local, seldom
negotiable beyond the neighborhood where a man was known, and not always
easy to discern even thee. . . . i
Nevertheless, one absolute, clearly defined, and easily recognized division
did .mimﬁ that between freeman and slave. Half a million ?.ﬂmmoma_ perhaps
a fifth of the total population, were slaves, and slavery is so .&82 an assault Em
one group of men on another that it can Ecwm_,mw be considered as a form o
class conflict in itself. In the American Revolution, however, slaves were un-
able to mount any serious uprising against their masters. Although the armies
“of both sides sooner or later made use of slaves and gave some of them mmnamﬂ
for their services, neither side provided the help necessary for large-scale in-
m_._:anm.o:. Both felt more need to woo masters than slaves. Perhaps the possi-

, bility of insurrection was even lessened by the few efforts of the British to

promote it. When Lord Dunmore invited the slaves of Virginia »o.mnmm# n.r_.w:.
masters and join his forces, he probably drew off many ..um the bolder Em.Sm.
uals, leaving behind those who were less likely to rise in a.m<o# Huﬁnr. Again
loyalism tended to absorb men who might otherwise have directed their ener-
gies more radically against a local ruling class. N

That the American Revolution did not produce an uprising of the group-
in colonial society that was most visibly and legally oppressed, and oppressed
with the explicit or tacit approval of the rest of the society, is :mmu: an instrue-
tive comment on the nature of social conflict and consensus during the Revo-
lution. :

The absence of any massive revolt, white or black, may vm_.wmwm be put
in perspective if we compare the labor foree of the Wgo_.cco:mQ period with
that a-century earlier, when Bacon’s Rebellion had terrorized the first m:.Ernm
of Virginia. In the seventeenth century as in the eighteenth the greater part
of the colonial labor force, that is, of men who worked for other men, was
concentrated in the South and especially in Virginia. In 1676, irm_.._ w.w.oﬁw: $
Rebellion occurred, the laborers were mostly imported servants, English, Irish,
Scottish, or Welsh, whose terms of service generally expired A}n: they reached
the age of twenty-four. They were imported at the rate of eight hundred to a .
thousand or perhaps as many as fifteen hundred or two thousand annually;
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102 The American Revolution

older coastal regions into the interior: the march of the Paxton Boys against

Philadelphia, the Regulator movement in the Carolinas with its Battle of

Alamance, the activities of the Green Mountain Boys in Vermont, the skir-
mishes of Pennamite and Yankee in the Wyoming Valley of Pennsylvania,
and Shays’s Rebellion in Massachusetts. However diverse in immediate cause
and attendant circumstance, these conflicts had one thing in common: they
were all manifestations of the discontent of western settlers or settlers on new
lands against governments dominated by or subservient to the interests of older
or eastern regions. : _
Americans of the Revolutionary period were less successful in repressing
sectional conflicts than conflicts arising from class or race. Though this fact is
obvious and though the westward movement has received its full share of at-
tention, historians considering the Revolution as a social movement have not
always borne in mind two conspicuous conditions of life in eighteenth-century
America, conditions that lay at the root of EastWest conflict: first, the ex-
traordinary rate of population growth and, second, the abundance of land, un-
occupied or only thinly occupied by the native Indians, ,
Although the rate of population growth in the colonies varied 2 good deal
from place to place and from year to year, the overall long-range trend is clear.
The total population of the thirteen colonies that participated in the Revolu-
tion more than doubled every twenty-five years during the eighteenth century,
Beginning at about 250,000 in 1700, it rose to over 5,000,000 by 1800. As we

learn more about the role of population growth in history, it may ultimately -

appear that the most significant social fact about America in the eighteenth

century was this fearful growth, unlike anything that had been known in:

Europe in recorded history. Every twenty-five years the colonies had to absorb

numbers equal to their total population. The result by the last quarter of the .

cighteenth century was explosive emigration out of the older settled regions
into the West. Consider the westward thrust into the Kentucky-Tennessee
area alone: the population there could scarcely have amounted to 10,000 in
1781; by 1790 it had soared to 110,000. If we note that this migration over the
mountains in the 1780 by itself dwarfed the so-called Great Migration over
the ocean in the 1630s, when probably no more than 50,000 left England for
all parts of the New World, if we note also that migration was simultaneously
occurring into other western areas, then we may begin to appreciate the mag-
nitude of a western factor in the Revolutionary period.

The westward population explosion probably relieved the East from social
conflicts that might have arisen from overcrowding; but it generated other con-
flicts potentially as dangerous. It set rival groups of speculators into contests for
control of the richest western lands, contests that drew in and corrupted state
governinents and the national government. And it created a block of Ameri-
cans who by moving west acquired different needs and interests from eastern
Americans, but who by the same move lost their political ability to make their
needs heard or attended to. People moved west so rapidly that even with the
best of intentions a government could scarcely have kept up with them in fur-
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nishing the town or parish or county organization that formed the units of
representation in the legislature. Because representation did not keep up with
the expansion of population into new territory, governments remained under
the domination of easterners and frequently neglected the needs of westerners.
Even where representation was fairly proportioned, the location of the legis-
lature subjected it to eastern influences that could bring it into serious conflict
with the West. - , . .
Eastern insensitivity to western needs was the source of the Paxton inci-
dent, as it had been in part of Bacon's Rebellion. The prime western need in
the early years of a settlement was to cope with the Indians, who gathered to
attack the invaders of their land. Indian raids were no longer part of life in the
East. The very existence of westerners furnished a buffer zone to easterners,
enabling them to view the rights and wrongs of the situation with an objec- -
tivity that westerners could not achieve or afford. We need not assume that the
Paxton Boys were righteous. Benjamin Franklin called them “Christian
White Savages,” and the epithet was descrved. They were armed thugs,
terrorists, murderers; but they were also westerners, and as westerners they
had grievances against an eastern-dominated legislature that spent its time
arguing about who would pay the bills while it neglected the defense of the
frontier. ,
The Regulator movement represents another phase of the same Fast-
West conflict: the eastern-dominated governments of South Carolina and
North Carolina failed to extend the machinery of law enforcement into the

. West as rapidly as the needs of the settlers required, and so the West took the

law in its own hands. In Shays’s Rebellion the Shaysites, who also called them-
selves Regulators, hoped to gain by direct action what the government in Bos-
ton had denied them, The Pennamite-Yankee conflict and the activities of the
Green Mountain Boys offer a variation on the theme. In these cases two
colonial governments, representing different speculative interests, were en-
gaged in a contest for westemn lands, and the actual settlers fought with each
other. The significance of the frontier in early American history, if we may
borrow that phrase, was that it kept Americans in conflict. Movement of the
exploding population into new lands was continually generating new com-
munities with interests differing from those of the older communities that re-
tained, or at least claimed, control over them.

This kind of internal conflict among Americans was-far more visible
during the Revolutionary period than was class conflict. Although there were
overtones of class conflict in any contest between established eastern interests
and the interests of pioneer. western farmers, the contest was primarily geo-
graphical, created by the problem of stretching the social and political appara-
tus that bound-one group of people to another in the expanding American
universe. . .

That this form of conflict produced more active hostility in the Revolu-
tionary period will seem no more than natural if we view the Revolution itself
from the same perspective. The English colonies in America stood to England
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106 The American Revolution

and conflicts were expected to take place. Contending factions, whether of
class, region, or party, were agreed in nat seeking or expecting the participation
of men in chains. _ ,

- The exclusion of most laborers meant that the participants on both sides
of any conflict were men who possessed formidable powers, powers that were
carefully withheld from slaves. Both sides could negotiate from strength and
demand compromise. Although repression might be an effective mode of deal-
ing with discontent or insubordination from slaves, it did not recommend itself
as a way of handling men who had the means to fight back either politically or,
if necessary, with force, Unlike the peasants of the Old World, Americans, or
at least those Americans without black skin, possessed two palpable sources of
power: most of them owned the land on which they lived, and a very large
number of them owned guns. Land gave them economic and political power;
and guns, we may as well admit, gave them firepower.

In the events that led up to the Revolution, England had failed to recog-
nize the strength that these two kinds of power gave to her colonists. The
colonists themselves knew at first hand that the ownership of land enabled a
man to bid defiance to those who had traditionally controlled society through

control of its lands. They had developed a society in which deference to birth

and wealth was tempered by constant reminders to the rich and wellborn that

their authority rested on the consent of ordinary property owners, Most adult:

male Americans owned property and could vote for the men who made the
laws that affected their property. If they generally voted for a local bigwig, a
man who held more property than they did, they did not hesitate to dump
him if he neglected their interests, Similarly, within the legislative assemblies
lesser men bowed to the leadership of bigger ones. As Robert Zemsky has
shown, social status counted for more than seniority in at least one colonial
assembly. But when the leaders of the assembly brought in a bill that looked
oppressive to the back-benchers; they voted it down and even substituted im-
promptu measures of their own from the floor. : .

What alarmed Americans about taxation by Parliament was that they
could not vote it down. The program that seemed so conventional and so
reasonable from the standpoint of Whitehall appeared to the Americans as
a threat to the power that enabled them to direct their own lives. If a legis-
lature to which they elected no member could take their property in taxes,
that legislature could ultimately take all their property and reduce them to
the impotence of which they had such visible examples in the slaves at their
feet. It was consensus on this point that enabled the colonies to unite so sud-
denly and so successfully against parliamentary taxation. The American reac-
tion to parliamentary taxation seemed to England too hysterical and wicked to
be genuine, and her statesmen failed to deal with it adequately, partly because
they failed to recognize.its existence, _

The British failed also to recognize the-existence of American firepower.

It would perhaps be an exaggeration to say that most Americans had guns and

knew how to use them. But it seems likely that nowhére else in the world at
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the time was there a population so well armed as the Americans. Governor

- Berkeley had perceived and experienced the implications of this fact in 1676,

and as early as 1691 William Blathwayt, the-English auditor general for the
colonies, who was more conversant in colonial affairs than any other English-
man of the time, recorded with admiration the familiarity of the colonists with
guns. “There is no Custom more generally to be observed among the young
Virginians,” he noted, “than that they all learn to keep and use a gun with a
Marvellous dexterity as soon as ever they have strength enough to lift it to
their heads.” Had Lord North been as keenly aware as Blathwayt of the skills
thus acquired, he and George IIT might not have underestimated so badly the
American capacity for resistance.

In order to maintain themselves as a single nation, Americans had to rec-
ognize the economic power and firepower that Britain ignored. By the time of
the Revolution the proportion of the population owning land in the East may
have been somewhat reduced from what it had been fifty or a hundred years
eatlier, but the westerner by definition was a man who had broken out of the
limited acreage of the East. Whether or not he held a secure title, he knew
how to make his living from the land and to make life uncoimfortable for any-
one who tried to stop him. And he was even more likely than the easterner to
be armed. The westerner in our history has always been @ man with a gun.
Eastern-dominated governments simply did not have sufficient power of their
own in the long run to impose on the West conditions that armed westerners
would not agree to, any more than the Continental Congress could have im-

. posed its edicts on the states, as some members proposed, by the use of mili-

tary force. American nationalism was obliged to start with the assumption that
the populatiori was armed and that no group within it, slaves excepted, could
be pushed very hard in any direction it did not vant to go.

With a population already equalized to a large degree by firepower and
cconomic power, the United States began its independence appropriately with
the declaration that all men are created equal. The immediate purpose was to
afirm the equality of England's transatlantic colonists with Englishmen in
England, who were taxed only by their elected representatives. But the sim-
plicity of the declaration of equality endowed it with a resonance that was
momentous for the whole subsequent history of the nation whose existence it
announced. . : . h

It could not have been predicted at the time that ‘this would become a
national creed. The men who adopted the declaration in 1776 would scarcely
have been unanimous if they had been obliged to state precisely what the
meant by “created equal.” Many of them, including the author of the phrase,
held slaves. If the preceding analysis is correct, the fact that they were able to
unite at all depended in part on their denial of equality to black Americans.
Even when applied only to white Americans, the meaning of equality was
hardly as self-evident as Congress declared the proposition itself to be. The
equality promulgated by the Congress at Philadelphia had no power to dis-
solve at once the conflicts and tensions in American society. Westerners were
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110 The American Revolution

on the move both geographically and socially. It could not have contained, but
it did not produce, the kind of conflict that gave Charles I his Cromwell, It
made instead for a society where a Hamilton had his Jefferson, a Hoover his
Roosevelt, and a Nixon—might profit by their example. If this be conserva-
tism, it is radicals who have made the most of it.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

Carl Becker's argument that the American Revolution was a conflict within the
colonies as well as a struggle against England may be found in his *History of
Political Parties in the Province of New York, 1760-1776 (Madison, 1909). Arthur
M. Schlesinger, *Colonial Merchants and the American Revolution (New York,
1918), gives support to Becker's position by showing how merchants sought to pro-
tect their interests against both England and other groups in colonial society, A
classic little study showing the social upheaval resulting from  the revolutionary

struggle is J. Franklin Jameson, *The American Revolution Considered as a Social .

Movement (Princeton, N.J., 1926). These views are generally upheld in a more
recent study by Elisha P. Douglass, Rebels and Democrats (Chapel Hill, 1955).
Michael Kammen, A Season of Youth: The American Revolution and the Histor-
fcal- Imagination AZnE York, 1978), traces the meaning of the Revolution over
two hundred years, .

Edmund S. Morgan, n.ﬁrn Birth of the Republic, 1763-89 AOrSmmo 1956),
disputes the contention that there were sharp divisions among the colonists and
/instead finds a basic consensus among the revolutionaries. A different emphasis

emerges in a study of many of the same events in Merrill Jensen, The Founding -

of a Nation: A History of the American Revolution, 1763-1776 (New York,
1968). Louis Hartz, “Democracy Without a Democratic Revolution,” American
Political Science Review, 46 (June 1952), pp. 321-42, argues that because in
America there was no aristocratic or feudal tradition to overthrow, the Revolution
was no revolution at all. In Chapter IIT of his *Genius of American Politics
(Chicago, 1953), Daniel J. Boorstin uses very different aﬁn_m:nn no come to con-
clusions similar to those of Louis Hartz.

Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cam-
bridge, Mass, 1967}, rejects the concept of a social or internal revolution, suggest-
ing instead that revolutionary ideas, accepted by the colonists for more than a
century before the actual conflict; are what made the American Revolution truly
revolutionary. On this point sce also Gordon S. Wood, *The Creation of the
American Republic, 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1969). In his “A Note on
Mobs in the American Revolution,” William and Mary Quarterly, XXIIT (Octo-
ber 1966}, pp. 63542, Wood compares American and European revolutionary
mobs. Jesse Lemisch, “Jack Tar in the Streets: Merchant Seamen in the Politics
of Revolutionary America,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 25 (July 1968),
pp- 371407, arguing that the Revolution should be seen from the point of view
of the common man, gives support to the conflict interpretation and adds another
dimension to the discussion of the mob in revolutionary America. Pauline Maier,
*From Resistance to Revolution: Colonial Radicals and The Development of

* Available in .vmwn_.vmo_n edition,



